THE  FIRST  BEGINNINGS  AND   THE   MIDDLE   AGES

faithful copied the churches of France, opus fiancigenum. Why? Because
the France of the Capetians had a huge prestige throughout Christendom.
In part she owed this to the great French monastic Orders, Cluny and
Citeaux, which spread all over Europe; in part to the authority of Saint
Louis and die French princes of the Near East; in part, perhaps, to the
renown of the University of Paris. The Romanesque cathedrals, whose
arched vaults caused them still to resemble die Roman basilica, had above
all been the achievement of monasteries and princes. When the Norman
spirit, so straightforward and orderly, had dictated the plan, as at Caen
(Abbaye-aux-Hommes, Abbaye-aux-Dames) Romanesque structures
attained the purest beauty. But beginning with the twelfth century, die
cathedral became die achievement of everyone dwelling in a given town.
It was *the book of a people without books*. Upon its walls and portals,
revealed truth was blazoned, while upon die columns of its capitals was
depicted the morality of daily life or the suffering of die wicked. *In die
Middle Ages', said Victor Hugo, 'human genius had no important
thought which it did not grave in stone/ Medieval art is not a sensual
but a didactic art. The cathedral 'was a treatise in dieology'. Music was
made for the Church: Masses, requiems, alleluias; and it remained
anonymous, as did the architects, for its only object was the furdierance
of prayer to offer to God. Thus all art was a religious function, a mystical
communion with God, and was obliged to represent the divine mysteries,
the angels, the saints, the devils, or to recall dogmas expressed in symbolic
terms. Such is the case with all essentially religious civilizations, as, for
example, with Buddhist art which, like the Christian art of the twelfth
century, is not of this world.

Gothic is an ill-chosen word to designate die architecture of the great
cathedrals. The Middle Ages never spoke of die Godiic style; diosc who
later invented the term wanted to push aside as barbarous the most
beautiful buildings of the West. Should we call it ogival architecture?
But ogive does not mean the broken arch, and what is more, the broken
arch is not an absolute characteristic of Godiic. The truth is diat under
the inspiration of Romanesque, Arabic and Byzantine sources, the
French architects little by little mastered die technical difficulties in die
art of constructing vaults and thus created an art of religious construction
which was archaic until the twelfth century, ckssic in die thirteenth and
fourteenth, and flamboyant or decadent in the fifteendi, and which was
wholly their own. Their technical discovery (the nervure, or rib) was
what made it possible to have the pressure of the vaults borne by external
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